The stirring canvases of [Roberto] Álvarez Ríos, a young painter from Cuba, pose for us anew the question of surrealism. (1) That today surrealism is like a church with its masses and its Latin, its syntax and its vocabulary, its lamentation of an old literary organ at the end of the nave, its passwords ("The Primordial Egg" . . . "With the Surprise of a Hummingbird" . . . "The Offering of Melancholy" . . . etc.), 2 that it even has its prayers that we identify as prayers not by their meaning (who listens to them?) but rather by their own way of mumbling: all of this, which simply says that surrealism is dead, does not prevent it from living on in the painting of several masters (Ernst, Matta, Lam), or from being born again in some youths. Ríos is one of these youths. For him surrealism is alive: better yet, it is life. Ríos repeats: "I could not be free either in realism or in abstraction. In surrealism I am free." Free of what? One must interrogate the iconography of his freedom: his paintings. Freedom to denounce slavery; to exalt the revolutionary struggle (David's Sling: a crowd of brothers that merges with the shoreline of an island all the way to the sea, with their outstretched arms as their only weapons against the monster of a thousand cannon blocking the sky); to invoke a future peace, the three happy Antilleans (three women standing in parallel, among leaves and fruit, in the distant mist of a hot city); the Virgin seated in an armchair that is more upright than she is, a pomegranate between her breasts, dressed in violet, her face almost a vagina; the sleeping woman with a hat; the great harmony among men, skies, birds, and women; in a word, happiness.
In this way, this simple freedom, which doesn't sing about anything other than freedom, needs what may amount to no more than a language: surrealism.
Why should the freedom of Lam, Cárdenas, of Cubans such as Ríos, not to mention Matta-a Chilean-and other Latin Americans have borrowed this language? And, having borrowed it, was that freedom able to transform it? Without a doubt because of the effect produced by the profound affinities with the living past of a world, with the matter of a working class life that is close by: that language does not have there the same meaning it had here. There, it is the natural language of an open unconscious; here it was the will to surprise an abyss hidden in the night; there, the discourse of a nascent history that speaks of men and nature, of slaves and masters, of death and freedom; here, the incantation of a lost, perverse history whose meaning one wanted to tame at all costs. Hence the singular difference, so astonishing, between two forms of speaking the same language: here, the tense speech of a freedom less delivered than called upon to be born; there, an almost naïve voice that speaks of men and beings.
Such is Ríos's moving charm. He "speaks" surrealist in the same way that he "speaks" French: as a language born before him. The naiveté that our people would insist on extracting from the origins, on generating in an object (whether it be a poem, ready-made, or painting) that would soon alienate it, Ríos finds in the application of his voice to that language: in his speech, his accent, his syntactic and semantic invention, in the transformation of these turns and figures. Everything is thus displaced. It is no longer a question of reinventing surrealism at each moment, and of assuming the disproportionate responsibility of its permanent revolution. It is a matter of taking it for what it is-an existing fact of culture-and of relating it to the living history of a world.
What's touching in Ríos is that, as we realize why his freedom needed this language, we also see how he frees himself of that very language. It's rare that paintings on display are on display at that very same moment; that they are that very moment when the means of his freedom uncover for man the beginnings of his own necessity. It is this instant that one sees in Ríos's last paintings at the Cour d'Ingres gallery. (2) I distinguish in these paintings two future characteristics. In the first place, that dynamism of form (the grand imperious and tense diagonal in painting number 17; the contrast of the irresistible thrust of forms that pinpoint a frozen substance; the grand, lofty horizontal of painting number 23).
Then there is the highly idiosyncratic treatment of matter that we see in painting number 18, Toward a Transfiguration (see figure below) . Ríos announces his presence with these two points, in what he has that is unique and that no language can give him: he discovers himself in these new signs. On these two points, he creates something new, breaking with surrealism's predilection for an immobile and settled object-form in favor of a material that is opaque and diaphanous yet mostly hard, smooth, and static. I would gladly see in this other recent painting (see figure below) the image of that deliverance. The entire lower part of this painting is nothing but this new worked-over material that is itself laboring, still formless but diverse, and which, dominated by great mute symbols, seems to be marching toward a future. Perhaps these are people, but in search of their form, of their end: and that is why they march. Soon they will no longer need those emblems.
The naiveté or, what amounts to the same thing, the profoundness of this painting is also that it speaks of itself, and of Ríos's future, that painter who can be great.
(1) La Cour d'Ingres Gallery, 17/2, quai Voltaire (courtyard) (2) In the order, numbers 18, 17, 23
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